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Preface

It was Vasari who described art as resembling human nature, having a birth,
growth, age and death. This was in the hope of recognizing the progress of its
own development, the surge and impetus for perfection, and the desire to achieve
immortality through its own history.
As art historians, we narrate the journey of artists and their work, providing
a vernacular for the world to discuss and critique. This language captures the tone
and aesthetic sensibility of the time, recounting it for the present, but also for the
future, as art history is truly our own story, narrated through the chisel, brush, and
pen.
The papers, written by students in the School of Art History BFA and MA
programs, demonstrate the depth and breadth of the field, addressing artists and
periods that span centuries and continents. Wide-ranging questions are asked
regarding artistic inspiration, appropriation and influence, showcasing the rigorous
caliber of the author’s scholarly work.
The first volume of Alla Prima was envisioned and constructed through
the support of many. The editor is particularly grateful to Stephen P. Williams,
Associate Editor of Alla Prima, for his tireless work on the journal, and to the Art
History Student and Faculty Editing Boards who, together, shaped the very nature
of this volume, and in doing so produced a beautifully varied compendium that
shares but a small corner of our field.
Gabriela Sotomayor
Director, School of Art History
Academy of Art University
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Venus of Urbino, Olympia, and the Presentation
of the Female Nude
Heather DeToma

BFA ART HISTORY STUDENT

Throughout history artistic trends, styles and movements come and go. However,
as time advances it is easy to see how the past consistently influences the present. In
viewing Titian’s Venus of Urbino, and Edouard Manet’s Olympia this phenomenon
is clear. With hundreds of years between their creations, which embodies their
respective movement’s unique stylistic characteristics, the two paintings mirror each
other in subject and layout. The atmosphere of Renaissance Venice and nineteenthcentury France were quite different and this general mood can also be seen through
each artist’s work. Though viewers may immediately notice similarities between
the paintings, their intent, purpose and message vary greatly. Both paintings were
bold and unconventional in their time, but one is known for its scandal, and the
other for reintroducing the female nude as an acceptable subject in painting.
Created in 1538, Titian’s Venus of Urbino is perhaps the artist’s most famous
work. This Venetian Renaissance painting has captured the imaginations of viewers
for centuries and continues to do so. Originally thought to be commissioned by
Duke Guidobaldo II Della Rovere as a gift for his young bride, recent examination
by author Sheila Hale found that the painting was in fact purchased by Guidobaldo
years after it was finished, throwing out the idea that the work was to be a guide
for his wife. Despite evolving conjecture, it still remains clear that the painting
was intended to be displayed in a private domestic setting; this was not artwork for
public consumption.
Sensuality runs high in this composition, as is often found in Venetian
Renaissance works. Displayed seductively in the foreground, a young female nude
figure lies looking out at the viewer; her gaze however is not threatening, her eyes
invite the viewer in. She is painted in warm tones enhanced by the oil on canvas,
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FIGURE 1 TITIAN, VENUS OF URBINO, 1538, OIL ON CANVAS, 16.9 X 65.2 IN., UFFIZI, FLORENCE

and exhibits her soft and supple body; she is youthful and vibrant, but also coy and
innocent. As with many other Venetian Renaissance artists, Titian was influenced
by the natural light of the island city and it shows through in this artwork with
the luscious reds of the fabrics, the glow of the figure’s skin, and the soft shadows
that fall upon her. The artist’s expert application of the colorito process assists in
expressing the erotic mood and passion of the piece. Reflecting an interest in
classical themes, the figure is idealized in form. In what is essentially a genre scene
Titian inserts two additional figures into the frame; both are female and assumed
to be the servants of the nude figure. The women in the background help establish
a sense of place and identify the chamber they are depicted in as a contemporary
Venetian room: a departure from past artworks that often showed figures in a
mythological setting rather than in the real world. In addition to his masterful use
of color, Titian understood and used perspective to divide the composition as stated
in Gardener’s Art Though the Ages “Titian masterfully constructed the view backward
into the room and the division of the space into progressively smaller units”.1 Venus
of Urbino is heavy in iconography from the sleeping dog at the nude figure’s feet,
to the flowers she holds, to the chest in the background the servants attend to.
Clasped in her hands the viewer sees a bouquet of flowers which were often used
as a physical representation of lust and love. At the feet of the figure lays a sleeping
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FIGURE 2 ÉDOUARD MANET, OLYMPIA, 1863, OIL ON CANVAS, 51.4 X 74.8 IN., MUSÉE D’ORSAY, PARIS.

dog; an animal traditionally associated with marriage and fidelity. The cassone - the
bedroom chest in the composition - was a gift often presented to a new bride to
store her belongings at her husband’s home, once again referencing marital life.
Overall, viewers are presented with a not so subtle scene of seduction with high
erotic energy that takes classical imagery and fits it to the Venetian Renaissance
esthetic.
The work of Edouard Manet contrasts with the sfumato and colorito of Titian.
Heavily influenced by Titian’s Venus, Manet takes his representation of a female
nude in a different direction than the Renaissance master. Olympia, which was
painted in 1865, is often credited as being the first truly modern composition. The
scene depicts the familiar female reclining nude on white bedding as a servant
presents her with a bouquet of flowers and a black cat stands at her feet. The figure
stares out at the viewer, confronting them with her confidence and nakedness: a
wholly new presentation of the female in art, especially a nude one. Olympia is
not idealized, she is naturalistic in form and appears unwashed, her skin is pale and
she is not particularly beautiful; she is a real woman, a common prostitute. In fact,
Manet used a known Parisian prostitute named Victorine Meurent as his model.
To ensure there was no mistaking his subject as anything other than he intended,
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Manet named the piece Olympia, referencing a recognized name for working girls
in nineteenth-century France. Manet’s “color patch” technique stands out in
this artwork as his thick brushstrokes and rough outlines are found throughout.
His style is flat, unlike the sculptural figures so common in past artworks. The
background of the painting is plain but contains enough detail to place the subject
in a contemporary Parisian room; the rich, dark colors of the walls and curtains
focus viewer’s attention on Olympia. The artist’s choice of color creates stark
definition between the figure and her surroundings, generating high contrast in the
painting. The light of the piece also directs viewers to the nude in the foreground
of the composition and the inspiration for such a representation likely came from
photography, which was developing at the time. The artificial lighting available
to photographers in the nineteenth century created severe images and, as stated
by historian Ross King, “If Victorine had indeed been photographed by Nader
(who sometimes used battery-powered arc lamps to cast light on his subjects), the
result would not have been dissimilar to the stark image Manet produced on his
canvas, whose lack of detail, moreover, resembled the hazy images produced by
photographers as a result of the long exposures required by paper-negative prints”.2
With hundreds of years between their creation, Titian and Manet lived in
culturally different times reflected in each painting. Venice, Italy was rich in wealth
and culture during the Renaissance; their trade with the East and this formed their
affection for deep, rich color and textures. In Titian’s Venus of Urbino, the vibrant
reds and velvety fabrics throughout the piece reflect this common interest. The
warm light that bathes the nude figure echoes that of the light that fell upon the
island city, and the sensual, easy mood of the piece reminds viewers that Venice was
a place of pleasure. Manet however, was part of a movement that rebelled against
traditional artworks, unlike Titian who embraced his movement’s characteristic
style. Realism was based in truthful representations of their subjects and in the
rejection of nineteenth-century French social systems and society. In Manet’s
Olympia, viewers are treated to a raw image of a real life woman, not an idealized
version of a mythological or religious figure. The scandal that Olympia caused when
shown was unlike any that had erupted over an artwork before: the painting was
described as vulgar, crude, and even repulsive. Though critics were quick to refer to
Manet’s style as amateurish, the classically trained artist knew exactly what he was
creating. When Titian painted Venus of Urbino, it was a time when the nude figure
was just again being introduced into works of art and with his radical depiction of
this young woman, he set the standard for the female reclining nude for centuries
to come. As the curators of the Uffizi put it: “Thanks to the wise use of color
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and its contrasts, as well as the subtle meanings and allusions, Titian achieves the
goal of representing the perfect Renaissance woman who, just like Venus, becomes
the symbol of love, beauty and fertility”. 3 Manet however moves in the opposite
direction. His representation of a reclining nude drops the air of flirtatiousness and
confronts the viewer with the reality of Parisian life through a real live prostitute,
in charge of her own sexuality and welfare, who looks directly into the eyes of the
observer and challenges them to deny her. At the time, prostitution was legal in
Paris and accepted as an indulgence by not only social circles, but by the church as
well. However, this topic was not openly discussed and this painting brought the
identity of these working citizens to the forefront of people’s minds.
Though the women are presented in essentially the same position,
outstretched with a hand covering their genitalia, their look could not be more
different. It is known that Manet drew his composition from Titian’s work, but the
change in subtle and obvious detail make the artworks two very different paintings.
Manet takes the iconography that is so much a part of Titian’s painting and turns
it on it’s head: the roses in Venus’s hands representing love become an orchid in
Olympia’s hair representing erotic sexuality, the sleeping dog at Venus’s feet that
hinted toward marital fidelity is now a black cat, representing promiscuity, and
the plain servants at the back of Venus of Urbino are now an exotic negress in plain
view in Olympia. The soft brush work and warm light in Titian’s work that almost
make the figure glow are gone in Manet’s piece, replaced with harsh light, thick,
heavy, uneven brushstrokes, and a dark color palette. Though both paintings are
sexual, Venus of Urbino is more sensual, enhanced with lush color palette of the
Venetian Renaissance. Venus’s coy and inviting glance out at the viewer is in stark
contrast to that of Olympia who confronts those that look at her: one Venus flirts
with, while the other dares, the viewer. Titian shows us the curvaceous body of
an idealized form, while Manet presents viewers with a thin realistic woman who
may even be unwashed, taking a nude figure to a naked figure. Through Titian’s
most recognizable painting Venus of Urbino, viewers get a glimpse into the luxurious
Venetian life of an upper class woman of the fifteen hundreds. In Hale’s Titian; His
Life, the author suggests a famous courtesan of the city posed as model, enhancing
the eroticism of the piece and further linking the two artists and their mirrored
compositions.

Hale also points out that high-class prostitutes “dressed and

decorated their houses in the same fashion as wealthy married women,” which adds
to the mystery of the female figure in expanding the possibilities of her identify.4
The truth of the female figure in this artwork may not be known for sure, but the
idea of her as Venus is firmly implanted in many minds: she is perfection and perhaps
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even an instruction manual for a young bride. In Manet’s Olympia, viewers also get
a glimpse into times past, but this moment is based in reality. Manet presented the
first truly modern painting and shocked the art world and the public so much that
perhaps at the time they were unable to see the connection between his work and
that of the old masters. In The Painting of Modern Life; Paris in the Art of Manet and
His Followers, Clark states that “the past was travestied in Olympia: it was subjected
to a kind of degenerate simian imitation, in which the nude was stripped of its last
feminine qualities, its fleshiness, its very humanity, and left as une forme quelconque –
a rubber covered gorilla flexing its hand above its crotch”.5 Though Clark’s view
may be extreme, he shows how much Manet revolutionized painting through this
particular work. Just as Titian created a model for presenting the female nude with
Venus of Urbino, Manet opened a whole new world of possibilities with his naked
prostitute in Olympia.

NOTES
1

Fred S. Kleiner, Gardner’s Art Through the Ages (Boston: Wadsworth, 2014), 516-519.

2
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3
“Venus of Urbino by Titian”, Uffizi Gallery Museum, accessed 12 May 2015, http://
www.uffizi.org/artworks/venus-of-urbino-by-titian
4

Sheila Hale, Titian: His Life (Great Britain: HarperPress, 2012), 61 - 62

5
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(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 93-94.
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Women in the Water

HOW EDGAR DEGAS'S AND TORII KIYOMITSU'S BATHING FEMALES
WASHED OVER ARTISTIC TRADITIONS
Rhiannon Hilliard

BFA ART HISTORY STUDENT

The female human form has long been the choice subject of many artists throughout
the course of history. From marble, paint, or pencil, artists have conjured images of
loveliness, and out of their souls, brought them into the world. However idealized
a representation of a woman could be, figures of feminine beauty varied from
culture to culture. What’s more, artistic revolutions brought forth new ways of
depicting the female figure; beauty and idealistic notions of what a woman should
be evolved. Throughout the artistic evolution of the female subject, artists often
called upon inspirations from other cultures, working with a new perspective to
capture their visions. In the utilization of these new perspectives, so too evolved the
artists’ ideas of how to display the woman in their pieces; what should she do? How
should she address the audience? Should she invite them into her world, or exclude
them from it? For the French Impressionist artist Edgar Degas and the Japanese
ukiyo-e artist Torii Kiyomitsu, answers to these questions could be found in the
simple image of a woman in a bath tub. Although the techniques used by Degas
and Kiyomitsu to create their women in the water differed, Degas most certainly
drew inspiration from the work of artists like Kiyomitsu, among others practicing
during the ukiyo-e period. Degas’, The Tub (1888) and Kiyomitsu’s, Bathing (1750)
depict intimate, fleeting moments of women during a bath. The comparison and
contrast between the works express the relationship of Impressionist artists with
ukiyo-e artists, as well as how their respective cultures viewed a female form and
how two male artists defied a woman’s traditional roles in society through artistic
representations.
In Europe—especially in France— “ japonisme” was the developing
interest in Japanese culture amongst artists and collectors of art alike. After having
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FIGURE 1 EDGAR DEGAS, THE TUB, 1886, PASTEL ON CARDBOARD, 83X60 CM, MUSÉE D’ORSAY, PARIS

been in contact with Japan through the gateway opened by American commodore
Matthew Perry in his travels, the Western world began to enter the enigmatic world
of the East 1. However, the spark of the Europeans’ interests in the new, exotic
work of the Japanese can be followed back to the art of, ukiyo-e, or, “pictures of the
floating world” 2. Working in the medium of woodblock printing, ukiyo-e artists
printed a plethora of images of various subject matters throughout this period on
the Japanese art timeline. The subjects of ukiyo-e prints included documentations
of historical images and people, kabuki theater performances and actors, nature,
and the beautiful geisha. Many of the subjects to appear in these woodblock prints
were female, and often times, they were depicted practicing every-day rituals,
performances, or existing amongst nature. However, intimate moments were
also displayed in ukiyo-e art, much of which included a female subject. Specifically
called, abuna-e or, “risqué pictures” 2, these images used nudity and intimacy to
capture a viewer’s attention. Often times, this meant that body parts only to be
seen in private—such as breasts, thighs, and buttocks—were displayed casually
and unashamedly. The ukiyo-e artist, Torii Kiyomitsu, was amongst several other
artists that actively depicted intimate images of the female form in Japan 3. The
French Impressionist artist, Edgar Degas, would pick up on this use of the abuna-e
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FIGURE 2 TORII-KIYOMITSU, BATHING, 1750, WOODBLOCK PRINT

throughout his experience with japonisme, and his depictions of women would be
drawn from a similar yet abstract perspective.
Torii Kiyomitsu’s piece, Bathing, while perhaps not a direct influence to
Degas, has its place in the introduction of abuna-e style prints to the Western world.
Using a technique known as benizuri-e, or, “crimson print” 4, Kiyomitsu created his
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intimate print with polychrome colors on blocks separated with opposing colors,
including greens, reds, and gold. A leader in the use of benizuri-e, Kiyomitsu’s prints
contained unique color patterns meant to enhance the image, which set his work
apart from other ukiyo-e artists working during his time 5. Although many of
Kiyomitsu’s subjects were of clothed women, such as courtesans, or of the kabuki
theater, Bathing represents his knowledge of what was considered a private moment
for a woman in Japanese culture, and how that moment, when shared, can hold the
attention of the viewer. The female subject in Kiyomitsu’s piece is the traditional
view of, iki, or, “a significance in style” as it pertains to Japanese artistic works
and culture as a whole. Expressions of bodies, especially in the abstract, idealized
manner, held a special place in the structure and design of abuna-e style ukiyo-e prints.
As explained in the book, ‘The Structure of Detachment’, “In an expression of iki,
when the body’s symmetry is broken, it is vital that the expression remain aware
of iki’s unrealistic idealism, as symbolized in the bending of the perpendicular line
through the center of the body to form a curve.”6 In Bathing, the nude female form is
stylized and uniquely curved to mimic the iki ideal of, “unrealistic idealism” 7. The
fragile body, composed of careful, thin lines and stylized curves, is abstracted in a
way that reflects the ideal encounter of a bathing woman. She sits in a traditional,
wooden wash tub, cleansing her body with a gentle hand. Although her eyes do
not meet the eyes of the viewers, her unaffected side-view gaze does not tell of
embarrassment. She is pleased to attend to herself, as if the presence of another
person during her private ritual does not interrupt her. Subtly, she welcomes others
to her room, despite the placement of the shoji doors that suggest the woman’s room
can be a closed-off, personal space. The interesting viewpoint, which employs a
unique, two-dimensional, non-linear perspective, also embellishes Kiyomitsu’s
piece with a sense of exotic fantasy, as this kind of perspective is unrealistic and
nonrepresentational of an actual room. This combination of the awareness of the
concept of iki, unique line work, limited, bold color palette, and an ukiyo-e style of
perspective captures the intangible, risqué image of a bathing woman, as well as an
understanding of the idealized, abstract feminine form.
Edgar Degas’ work, The Tub, relies on the influence of ukiyo-e prints,
as well as the blossoming abstract subjects of Impressionist art. Although Degas
never classified himself as an, “Impressionist”—more so a “Realist” or an,
“Independent”—his work drastically colored the landscape of the Impressionist era.
Greatly inspired by ukiyo-e artwork and artists—even going as far as to encourage
other artists to employ ukiyo-e techniques—his goal as an artist was to encapsulate
moments of the every-day person, as well as the fleeting moments of time in which
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they live. Although Degas is most famous for his depictions of ballet dancers,
women whose movements were captured through pastel filters, unconventional
perspectives, and simple contours, his other works that depended on the female
figure also employ his ukiyo-e inspirations. Instead of simply copying subjects from
traditional Japanese prints, like many other Impressionists of the time, Degas relied
on an abstraction of ukiyo-e’s principals, particularly in the way of cropped viewing
and asymmetry 8. The Tub, one of seven works depicting women before, during, or
after a bath, relies on such abstract, Impressionistic foundations 9. Beginning with
the downward viewpoint and placement of the female figure, The Tub is distinct in
its composition. Degas did away with the traditional Western style of portraying a
human figure, which relies on a determined set of perspective and linear constructs.
Instead, he used the ukiyo-e perspective, which allows for a perspective that deviated
from the norms of Western painting 10. The elimination of background and minimal
scenery tells of Degas’ knowledge of the limited use of these aspects in Japanese
prints. The tub itself, circular in construct, is in an almost complete downward
view, however the woman is cropped and placed in such a way that allows the
viewers to catch a side-glimpse of her entire body, as opposed to just her backside.
Whereas other artists might have depicted her in a more natural manner, Degas
used his ukiyo-e inspirations to guide his hand and create an abstract viewpoint. It is
not just the woman’s placement in relation to the tub that tells of Degas’ admiration
of two-dimensional viewpoints. The woman’s body structure consists of a mildlyexaggerated bend, reminiscent of the iki style construction of a feminine form. The
small accents in the room, such as the kettle and basin on the abstractly angled
table, further push the idea of an abridged viewpoint. Accompanying the ukiyo-e
inspired perspective and cropping methods is Degas’ signature pastel color palette.
His dream-like, airy contours and shading is very Impressionistic in nature. The
limited color palette, relying on variations of blues and yellows, mimics the use of
a limited color palette in the works of ukiyo-e woodblock printers. Inside the tub,
the woman crouches, seemingly ignorant or unaffected by the presence of a viewer,
similarly to the woman in Kiyomitsu’s piece. Whether she is exiting or entering
the tub, preparing for or finishing a bath is certainly debatable; no matter Degas’
intention for the woman, the fleeting moment of a common chore is captured with
an Impressionist feeling. Degas’ desired theme of, “women at their ablutions” is
one of simplicity that depicts the common, unexaggerated act of a woman bathing
herself, as opposed to other Western artworks, which depict romanticized visions
of similar subjects 11.
Both Bathing and, The Tub share similar attributes granted to them by
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their respective artists. The most distinct similarities between them lie in their
subject matter; two women in a tub, actively participating in an every-day,
commonplace chore that are alone in a small, private room, one to which a viewer
has access. Although in accordance to body type one woman follows the Japanese
ideal and the other follows the European ideal, the women are connected through
the societal norm of bathing and experiencing intimate, private moments of their
daily lives that cross cultural barriers. Their acts of bathing might be personal, but
through Kiyomitsu and Degas, viewers are allowed into their exclusive moments.
Each woman’s respective room also relies on minimal scenery and cropping of
the backgrounds to seclude her in this moment, as well as a limited color palette
that allows her form to stand out in the composition. Perhaps the most striking
comparison between, Bathing and, The Tub, however, lies within each of the works’
artists’ defiance of tradition. Torii Kiyomitsu and Edgar Degas extracted their
female subjects from their traditional positions in Japanese and French society
respectively. Kiyomitsu used the subject of an every-day woman, a woman who,
under any other circumstance, would be in private or under the watchful eye of her
male superior, and makes her accessible to an outside audience.12 Similarly, Degas
puts his female subject in a more animalistic condition; the woman becomes, in
Degas’ own words, “‘the human animal taking care of herself, a female cat licking
herself…’”

13

She is not concerned with any falsified public appearance, or any

denial of her feminine form. She is not the traditional, untouchable European
goddess from centuries’ past, but an every-day woman who tends to herself,
unaffected by the gaze of an audience. Degas recognized that, in painting her in
such a manner, he openly, “confounded traditional male viewing,” 14 of a woman.
She becomes a woman who absorbs herself in the moment, and worries not for the
fear of encountering a public eye. Thus, the true beauty of the two women is found
in their independence from cultural binds that would dictate that these fleeting
moments, especially when shared with an audience, are lude or obscene instead of
natural. The female figures in, Bathing and in, The Tub defy audiences’ expectations
through opposite means: one openly faces the viewer, destroying the illusion of
her private life, while the other turns her back to the viewer, unaffected by the
disintegration of her public face. However, both artists are comparable, because
they dared to show a woman in her purest form, unashamed and unrestricted.
The contrasting elements within Bathing and, The Tub lie in their stylistic
compositions. Kiyomitsu used his mastering of the benizari-e printing skill and
the tradition of ukiyo-e to create his piece. Conversely, Degas used pastels and
drawing techniques to create his woman in the tub, a characteristic of his other
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works. Although he did practice other media that liken to woodblock printing,
such as engraving, photography, and monotype, The Tub was created with his
traditional use of the pastel medium. Aside from the choice of medium, particular
design elements differ in both artists’ pieces. Kiyomitsu used the characteristics of
a typical Japanese household—such as the wooden tub and paneling and the shoji
doors--to make his unrealistic, idealized bathing woman appear to be any tangible
woman in Japan. Degas, however, made use of a typical household in France by
including the metal wash tub, the kettle, and the basin, as well as the wood flooring.
Despite these differences in composition, the artists both took elements from the
common household to make their women relatable and equal to a typical woman.
Another discernable contrast between the works of Kiyomitsu and Degas is the
way in which the female subjects were presented to viewers. While in both works
the women are presented nontraditionally, the way in which the artists diverged
from the norm differs. In Japanese art, female figures were most often presented
as women of every-day life, but also as, “beautiful, desirable women” that were
approachable and less often as goddesses or heroines that were untouchable. Nudity
in Japanese art was also rare, up until the time of Japan’s strengthened contacts with
the Western world, thus making Kiyomitsu’s 1750 depiction of a nude, common
woman somewhat of an oddity.15 In Western art, traditions were quite the opposite;
in its most classical form, Western art depicted idealized goddesses, heroines, saints,
and other women of power and prowess, while depictions of the every-day woman
were considerably fewer. Furthermore, nudity in Western art was the norm for
many of these godly, powerful representations, taking into consideration the time
period. In an interesting occurrence, Kiyomitsu and Degas displayed the opposite
of what was considered the norm for depicting women in art. Kiyomitsu was
drawn to the image of an every-day woman, but unlike the printmaking artists
that came before him, he dared to depict the woman nude, hinting at the artist’s
connections with Western inspirations well before the boom in Japanese contact
with the West in the 1800s. This is also telling of his prescription to the enigmatic
abuna-e woman. Conversely, Degas walked a path similar to other Impressionist
artists working in France during his time, and bravely chose to depict an everyday, common woman as opposed to an idealized woman from mythology, fantasy,
or royalty. He dismantled the idea of the traditional French, “pose,” a proper
stance taken by a model that demonstrates affection for the viewer. Conversely, he
looked for, “universal attitudes” in his models by having them become attentive to
themselves and their commonplace chores as opposed to offering godly affection
towards a judgmental audience

16

. This brings forth another notable difference
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between the two works, which is the subjects’ interactions with the audience.
Kiyomitsu’s female figure can be fully engaged, and while her eyes do not meet the
viewers’, one can feel a sense that she is aware of our presence in her bathing room.
She engages an audience in the act of her cleansing her body. Degas’ female figure,
however, is uncaring of the viewer’s presence during her bathing ritual. Her eyes
do not meet ours, and her head is not turned towards the viewer. Her attention
seems to be on her chore, unaffected by another’s look into her personal bathing
room. This attributes to Degas’ desire to express their natural beauty through their
curved, rounded bodies, as opposed to needing approval of their beauty through
eye-to-eye affection with an audience. It was not his intention to, “stimulate” the
male gaze, but rather to, “subvert” it 17. Degas’ choice to capture the woman in this
position makes his purpose of capturing the fleeting moment more affective, as
opposed to Kiyomitsu, who invites the viewer to have a glimpse at his figure as if
she is permanently positioned, like an actor frozen on stage. Despite the differences
between Kiyomitsu’s, Bathing and Degas’, The Tub, the visions of a woman bathing
come to fruition in their respective compositional arrangements. Viewers, in both
cases, are bestowed the chance to see a private, ephemeral moment become eternal.
What’s more, the artists were breaking boundaries and changing the way women
could be seen in art. A woman was no longer an unapproachable goddess or an
object of propriety, but a human that could be beautiful in her most natural state.
Kiyomitsu and Degas challenged viewers, whether subtlety or forthrightly, to see
the elegance in femininity in a new light.
For centuries, artists from every culture sought to depict the ideal female
form. For artists like Torii Kiyomitsu and Edgar Degas, to capture the essence of
femininity was to portray the common woman in a moment of privacy, something
once allotted to only the most romanticized woman. Kiyomitsu, in the utilization
of benizuri-e, abuna-e, and the basics of ukiyo-e, succeeded in portraying the bathing
woman as a welcoming, abstracted beauty. Degas relied on his passion for the ukiyo-e
style and his abstraction of it as opposed to copying it, as well as his Impressionist
ideals that emphasized the capturing of a moment in time to present viewers with a
common woman going about her scheduled bath through a dream-like, pastel lens.
Furthermore, both men contradicted the norms and deeply-engrained roles for
women in their societies and cultures by releasing them from the bondage of male
control or judgment. In looking at both the similarities and differences between
the artists’ works, one can see how art impacted the views an audience, or even
an entire culture had on women, and how the tradition of depicting their forms
carried over cross-culturally throughout history.
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Guarino Guarini

ARCHITECTURAL INFLUENCES AND CHARACTERISTICS
Marydarlene Cieszynski

MA ART HISTORY STUDENT

Guarini wrote in Euclides Adauctus that “the incomparable magic and miracle of
mathematics represents the true gifts that architecture holds.”1 It was through his
understanding of that magic and miracle that he shared with the world the gifts he
found in architecture.
Guarino Guarini is considered the premier architect of Piedmontese Baroque.
However, he was so much more than an architect. Guarini was an ordained Theatine
Priest and recognized as a renowned theologian, philosopher, mathematician, and
astronomer. Guarini’s lifelong pursuit of knowledge combined with his travels
within Europe enabled him to merge and combine vastly different architectural
vocabulary into a coherent and innovative style. His uses of Gothic and Islamic
elements within 17th century applications were unique to his works. There are
several scholars who have written considerably on Guarini’s life and works. This
paper will examine Guarini’s biography, major architectural buildings, and the
influences that enabled him to develop two stylistic characteristics.

BIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW
Guarino Guarini was born in Modena in 1624 and died in Milan in March 1683.
He published nine accomplished works during his life, to include treatises on
Astrology, Philosophy, Mathematics, and Architecture. His two earlier works,
Philosophy (1665) and Mathematics (1671), attempted to synthesize the knowledge
of the age within single works. Within the Mathematics volume, he described the
theoretical basis that he later used to create his soaring vaults.2 His most famous
work, Disegni d’architettura civile et ecclesiastica was printed in 1686, three years after his
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death by his religious order and was a compilation of his designs and drawings. The
first edition of this work consisted of 45 plates, of which the first sequence included
architectural details invented by Guarini; the 2nd and 3rd sequences contained
plans and elevations of buildings he designed. Out of his designs, only two of
his ecclesiastical buildings survive: the Church of San Lorenzo and Santissima Sindone
both in Turin, Italy.
Guarini had many opportunities to travel and study. He lived in Rome,
Modena, Messina, Paris, and Turin and is thought to have also traveled to Spain
and Portugal. His religious order was known for their well-stocked libraries and
excellent mathematical training. Guarini was attached to Theatine colleges for
much of his career, which enabled him to continue his lifelong pursuit of knowledge.
Guarini became a novice to the Theatine order in 1639 at the age of 15. The
Theatines are a Catholic order, founded in 1524 and named after the city of Theate
in which one of the founders had been bishop. The order required an austere life and
vow of poverty. During the mid-17TH century, the Theatines were very active within
Italy as well as France, Spain, Portugal, and Germany.3 Guarini studied in Rome as
a novice for nine years. A seminarian education of the time consisted of three years
of philosophy study, followed by four or five years of theology. The philosophical
coursework included the study of logic, Aristotle’s Physica and De Cælo and Euclid’s
Elements, as well as metaphysics. The theological study focused on St. Thomas
Aquinas’ writings. Architectural training would have been mathematically based
and the mathematics taught by the Theatine Order was didactic and theoretical;
this emphasis on mathematics influenced Guarini’s later works.
The tradition of the Church producing its own architects helped it to meet
periods of rapid expansion as well as establish architectural identities for the order.
Even when a secular architect was hired, a priest-architect would be assigned to
review the plans and help with construction. Guarini and other priest-architects
saw architecture and scholarship as an integral part of their vocations.4 In addition
to the academic study Guarini received in Rome, he had the opportunity to see
and study first-hand the contemporary works of Borromini, Bernini and Pietro da
Cortona—all a generation older than Guarini.
Guarini returned to his birth city, Modena, as an ordained priest in 1648. His
architectural career began the next year when he was appointed site supervisor
to work with Barolomeo Avanzini on the reconstruction of the Church of San
Vincenzo.5 This church was built on the original site of a 13th-century church that
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FIGURE 1 CHURCH OF SAN VINCENZO, MODENA, ITALY

was torn down to make room for the Theatine Church. Not long after starting
this work, the construction foreman voiced concerns that the structure could not
hold the weight of the dome. It took several years, but in 1653, Guarini resolved
the structural problem of Avanzini’s dome. Guarini’s alternate design was lighter
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in weight and illustrates the knowledge that Guarini already had of architecture at
this early date.6 Unfortunately, the presbytery and choir were destroyed by a 1944
bomb strike.7
In 1650, Guarini was given the additional duties of Lecturer in Philosophy at
the Modena Theatine College before being elected the Provost of the Theatine house
in 1655 by his Theatine peers. However Duke Alfonso d’Este, who had another
candidate in mind for the honor, forbade the appointment and instead banished
Guarini from the city to prevent Guarini from assuming the position of Provost. 8
After Guarini’s exile from Modena, he was invited to join the Parma order of
Theatines and for the next five years he travelled to Parma and Guastalla as well as
possibly as far as Spain and Portugal and, although not documented, there is much
speculation of Guarini’s travels to the Iberian Peninsula. If this trip did happen,
it would have been to design on-site the Theatine Church in Lisbon; however, it
would have also provided him the opportunity to study both Gothic and Islamic
architecture.9

There is much circumstantial evidence to support Guarini’s trip;

his use of Islamic architectural details in his later designs indicate that he probably
had seen and studied them in person. It was also during this period that Guarini
developed his distinctive star-shaped vaults and the Solomonic order of twisted
columns, both design elements used extensively in the Iberian Peninsula. Scholars
agree that Guarini’s greatest feat was incorporating design elements from Spanish

FIGURE 2 S. MARIA DELLA DIVANA PROVIDENZA
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traditions into the more classical vocabulary of Italian architecture.10 Whether or
not Guarini visited Portugal, he designed the Santa Maria della Divina Provvidenza as
the Theatine Church in Lisbon. As seen in the plates from Architettura civile, it was
a dynamic reinterpretation of the Counter-Reformation church type. He used the
Il Gesù’s Latin cross plan for inspiration with its dome over the crossing, wide nave
with side chapels, walls of wide arches and pilaster-faced piers. Guarini did however,
substitute ovals and circles for much of the straight lines. This façade included
corkscrew columns, the original design believed to have been relics of Solomon’s
Temple in Jerusalem. Guarini termed the columns in his architectural treatise “the
Supreme Corinthian order, which I make undulating”.11

It is unknown if this

church was ever built. If it was constructed, it was destroyed during the Lisbon
earthquake of 1755.
In 1660, Guarini arrived in Messina to teach at the Theatine College. In
addition to his teaching activities, Guarini built the façade of Santa Maria Annunziata.
Although destroyed in the earthquake of 1908, this church had a unique design in
that the nave was diagonal to conform to the street. He also designed a scheme for
the Somasian Fathers’ church which is illustrated in the Architettura civile, however,
there is no indication of it ever being built. This plan included a number of his
characteristic themes such as a centrality, telescoped space and the treatment of
vaulting.12
In November 1662, Guarini’s big break happened. He was called to Paris
to design and build the church of Sainte-Anne-la-Royale, although it was later
dismantled during the aftermath of the French Revolution in 1823.13 During his
time in Paris, he also taught theology and published his Philosophy treatise, Placita
Philosophica.14 Guarini became associated with the architects who later founded the
Académie Royal d’Architecture in 1671. This association, specifically with architect
and scholar Claude Perrault, led him to his interest in the beauty of the Gothic
church and the use of openwork vaulting systems. The study of this architecture
style certainly influenced Guarini’s ideas on aesthetics and opticality.15
Guarini’s design for the church of Sainte-Anne-la-Royale incorporated the
existing foundations of an oval church and was illustrated in Architettura civile. The
church consisted of a Greek cross plan extended by a polygonal choir chapel on the
far side of the east arm. The central square bay, defined by four piers, supported a
high drum with an arcaded walk lit by small lanterns. The church boasted a double
dome of which the soffit of the lower one was decorated with an interlacing of open
flat ribs springing in pairs from plinths reminiscent of Borromini’s Chapel of the

28 Alla Prima - volume I - 2016

FIGURE 3 CHURCH OF STE ANNE-LA-ROYALE, PARIS

Re Magi (1660–64).16 This lattice feature represents the edge of the world only to
reveal the light of truth beyond it. He also used pointed arches as an aspect of gothic
architecture.17

Stein states that Sainte-Anne’s included Guarini’s characteristic

elements: an Islamic-influenced geometric patterning of the dome and Gothicinfluenced soaring interiors while also staying true to the classicism of contemporary
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FIGURE 4 SAN LORENZO, TURIN

architecture with its Corinthian columns, pilasters and entablature.18 When funds
ran low in 1666, Guarini accused the Chapter of falsifying the accounts and, after
much tension, he accepted the invitation to take charge of the work on Theatine
Church of San Lorenzo in Turin.
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When Guarini arrived in Turin at the end of 1666 he submitted a completely
new design for the church to the Duke of Savoy. The original design, began in
1634, was for a Latin cross plan. In 1668, Guarini’s new design was approved
and he was appointed its architect. He began work by tearing down the previous
structure - with the exception of some of the outer walls - to replace it with a
centralized nave set in a square frame with a small presbytery to the east backed by
a retrochoir. The design was geometric based, as was Sainte-Anne’s in Paris. The
classical columns within the nave support a cornice ring and drum. From the drum
springs a network of hyperbolic vaulting ribs that create the dome with a rosettelike geometric mesh. The cupola of the lantern is also constructed of a network of
ribs visible through the octagonal opening. The rib spaces are actually windows
in various shapes and sizes, giving a mysterious fusion of light. As seen before
within Sainte-Anne’s design, the structure has the appearance of being supported
by slender columns; however, the load-bearing structure is actually unseen massive
brick arches, buttressed by equally massive squinches (an arch, corbelling, or lintel
built across the upper inside corner of a square tower to support the weight of a spire
or other structure above). The inspiration for this extraordinary design seems to be
both Gothic and Islamic.19 However, the structure still displays very classical lines
through the columns, arches, and entablatures reminiscent of Palladian classicism.

FIGURE 5 PAINTING OF THE HOLY SHROUD CHAPEL AS BUILT BY GUARINI
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The other great commission for Guarini during his time in Turin was
the Santissima Sindone (Chapel of the Holy Shroud). This chapel had been under
construction intermittently since 1607. The function of the chapel was to illuminate
the mystery of redemption through the death and resurrection of Christ allowing
the pilgrim, through the architecture, to experience death and resurrection into
the light of divine glory.20 The chapel itself replaced the cathedral apse and two
small chapels next to the apse. The chapel is reached by two monumental staircases
made of sepulcher-like black marble, as Guarini wrote, “to strengthen the sensation
of rising up inside earth.”21 At the top of the stairs are two circular rooms with
floors decorated with bronze stars to reflect the light from the dome; thus forcing
the pilgrim from the darkness of the basement into the light of the dome. Within
the middle of the round chapel is an imposing altar that holds the Shroud meant to
be seen from the cathedral nave through an opening above the altar. The dome of
the chapel is again created with a series of segmented ribs with windows between.
The sequence of ribs and windows is repeated six times, creating tiers of arches of
diminishing height and, in plane, a series of staggered hexagons.22 Only the upper
parts of the chapel are visible from the outside where Guarini introduced a tall,
pointed three-tiered lantern on a stepped base. The oval windows of this pagodalike construction serve to provide a halo of light for the dove of the Holy Spirit,
the pinnacle of the large shroud altar. This display is the culmination of the bright
celestial zone above presiding over the dark, restless zones below.23 The peak of
the dome finishes with a thin spire on a globe surmounted by a cross encircled by
Passion emblems.24 One of the most interesting choices Guarini made within the
Santissima Sindone is the Passion capitals. The modified Corinthian capitals around
the perimeter of the chapel include the instruments of Christ’s Passion: a crown of
thorns, three nails, and the titulus arranged above two tiers of foliage closer to olive
leaves than the traditional acanthus. The gilded passion capitals reflected the light
from the dome; breaking the tenebrous setting.25 The chapel is located between the
city’s cathedral and the Royal Palace, a location meant to keep the shroud within the
religious realm of the historic cathedral while still giving glory to the Savoy family
who possessed it.
There has been much academic analysis of these two existing ecclesiastical
buildings. John Beldon Scott states in his book Architecture for the Shroud Relic and
Ritual in Turin that much of the symbolism and design used in the chapel was not
as much about the relic as the power that could be derived from the use of it. Scott
saw this impressive chapel as the collision of several very dynamic forces at the
time: an exceptional relic, an ambitious dynasty, and an architect obsessed with
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FIGURE 6 PALAZZO CARIGNANO, TURIN

originality.26 The resulting architecture of the chapel became another instrument
for both identity formation and state building. The fact that the Savoy family
possessed the most important relic of Christianity provided much credibility to
their reign and their right to reign.
The Palazzo Carignano was built for Prince Emanuele Filiberto Amedeo of
Savoy-Carignano, heir to the Savoy Dukedom. It features a central block facing a
piazza with two side wings running back. The façade is formed with two s-curves
with a tall oval cylinder in the middle. There are two great staircases that wind
around the central oval pavilion like arms. They connect to a hexagonal salon on
the piano nobile with a magnificent balcony over the main entrance. The design uses
dramatic conflict between architectural masses to invoke motion with the central
block wedged between side blocks. The red brick façade is interrupted with the
white stone of the central block creating the center of this tension.27 This type of
curve is seen in Bernini’s oval pavilion on the east front of the Louvre (1644) of which
Guarini might have seen. The brickwork of the pediments and architraves of the
windows on the piano nobile are said to represent the face and feathered headdress of
an Iroquois Indian, in recognition of the Carignano-Salières Regiment in Canada
(1665–8). On the courtyard side, the bays are articulated by pilaster-strips studded
all the way along with eight-pointed stars in brick, crowded tip to tip. There have
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been many explanations suggested; however, in his treatise Guarini simply said
they make a marvelous show.28
The other secular building constructed by Guarini in Turin is the Collegio dei
Nobili (begun 1679; now the Palazzo dell’Accademia delle Scienze). It has a very different
character than the Palazzo Carignano since its intended function was a school for
young aristocrats, commissioned by the Dowager Duchess Mary Joanna of Savoy.
Although never fully completed, a neo-classical wing was added around 1800. This
three story building was built with large windows set between pilasters. Above the
large windows are smaller ones to enable an intermediate floor to be constructed,
if required, without disturbing the elevation. The stories are separated with broad
classical entablatures with corner pilasters emphasized with stone rustication. The
large windows of the two upper levels are very unusual, placed directly above the
cornices without balustrades.29

STYLISTIC INFLUENCES AND CHARACTERISTICS
There are many descriptions of Guarini’s work and style. Stein stated that Guarini
along with Francesco Borromini was the most renowned exponent of the anticlassical, anti-Vitruvian trend that dominated Italian architecture after the
Renaissance.30 Wittkower described Guarini’s style as late-stage high Baroque
with determined articulation and strong and effective color schemes. Guarini’s
designs were a hybrid of not only the Roman Baroque but also included elements
of Gothic and Islamic architecture.31 His use of geometric patterning of domes,
volumetric spaces, and Gothic arches gave him a unique style. Guarini’s writings
also helped define this influence. Guarini stated that architecture’s purpose was
to gratify the senses. However, his admiration of the Gothic architecture’s ability
to make a stable building look anything but stable was very influential. From this
he realized that the established rules could be changed. They were only handy
components to be used in new ways with new proportions.32
Guarini was a master at bringing back the old in new and innovative ways.
He took lessons learned from the classical studies of mathematics, philosophy, and
astronomy and used them to update and refine the Gothic and Islamic traditions that
he loved. Guarini’s classical education is illustrated in his work Placita philosophica
(1665). He was motivated by complex philosophical and astrological speculations
that he then incorporated into his buildings, especially Santissima Sindone. His
understanding of mathematics allowed him to create soaring domes without the
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FIGURE 7 EXTERIOR VIEW OF THE DOME OF SANTISSIMA SINDONE
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weight or visible structure of previous architects. Without the knowledge and
understanding to adopt old designs to new construction standards and methods,
Guarini would not have been able to accomplish the designs he did.
Guarini was particularly fascinated with the Gothic vocabulary. In Architettura
civile, Guarini praised the Gothic aim ‘to erect buildings that were in fact very
strong, but would seem weak and as though they needed a miracle to keep them
standing’.33 He also commented that the purpose of Gothic architecture was in part
to terrify spectators and amaze the intellect.34 It was in this treatise that Guarini
provided a technical analysis of Gothic cross-vaults and concludes that although not
in use, they could come in handy.35 Guarini’s architecture was openly inspired by
Gothic principles similar to Borromini only he pushed his structural explorations
much further than his illustrious colleague.36
It is not without consequence however, that the two architectural systems
that seemed to influence Guarini the most, Gothic in France and Islamic in Spain,
are also temporally parallel both reaching their zenith between the twelfth to the
fifteenth centuries. The architectural element that must be noted in particular, is
the Islamic architecture of the Muqarnas dome, whose influence is seen in Guarini’s
Church of San Lorenzo.37 However, as Mazzone explained, a structural analysis of the
two buildings shows a completely different structural approach. While the vaulting
frames in Cordoba lay on independent planes, Guarini’s are carved along the
spherical surface creating structural ribs without visible junction lines.38 That said,
Guarini never acknowledged this influence. Any reference during his tenure with
the church to an Islamic influence would have been seen as heresy and would have
definitely been prosecuted.39 However, he was able to take the beautiful vocabulary
and geometric evidence to shape innovations within his architecture.

FIGURE 8 COMPARISON OF A RIBBED DOME OF THE GREAT MOSQUE OF CORDÓBA AND THE SAN LORENZO DOME
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Out of the influences of these two diverse architectural types, Guarini
created two signature elements used within his architectural designs. The first was
his soaring domes and vaults and the other was optical illusionism. Both elements
were made possible through his use of applied geometry.

It was Desargue’s

projective geometry that supplied the scientific basis for Guarini’s daring structures,
particularly the domes.40 Just like Borromini and other Baroque architects, he
stressed the vertical as well as longitudinal perspectives of his church interiors.
In Italian Baroque Architecture, John Varriano asserts that Guarini’s approach to
architecture used “rational means to create mystifying expressive results.”41 Two of
Varriano’s examples of his signature elements can be seen in the Santissima Sindone
Chapel. They are his use of conical geometry instead of spherical to allow him the
height he desired in the dome and secondly optical illusion created with the 36
arched ribs sprung horizontally with windows in each that allow the structure to
disappear. Varriano saw Guarini’s illusionary and allusionary elements as perfectly
balanced. Where the pilgrim enters through a funerary gloom, the dome gives way
to spiritual elation.42 Varriano concluded that Guarini used every available means
to create a program in the chapel that expressed distinctly the baroque notion of
spiritual apotheosis through his use of color, light, and perspective illusionism.43
Many of Guarini’s works include compositional elements that disappear to
create the illusion of an evolving organism surrounding the faithful; vaults and
domes are framed by slender ribs, visually nullifying their structural weight; arches
are tilted, assuming sharp profiles instead of cylindrical intradoses. The apparent
chaos in the resulting compositions exalts the goals of Baroque architecture of
creating movement and theatrical flamboyance in the monumental buildings.
Only when looking at the bigger picture does a pristine geometric order unveil.44
Bodillo, in his dissertation, states Guarini defined light as an element which
generates the fields of mathematics and geometry. It was this relationship that
allowed his optical illusions.45 The illusion within his Santissima Sindone was created
with a diaphanous dome that allows the structure to melt away when the light
infiltrates the windows. While the Baroque homogenous structure can be easily
read, Guarini often choose the Mannerist tradition of anti-homogenous structures.
Guarini took the Baroque standards of manipulation and trompe l’oeil to a much
higher level of creativity and inventiveness.46 Guarini’s design for San Lorenzo also
reflects the same element of light within its design, so that the church acts as an
optical instrument, intended to create a direct awareness of the divine.47
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Guarini insisted the role of architecture is to please the senses repeatedly
throughout his architectural treatise, it becomes evident he was highly concerned
with the affect architecture has on its audience— especially its capability to arouse
strong emotion. Within the Santissima Sindone, Guarini used illusionism in the
design to encourage spiritual reformation as well as promote the Savoy’s claims
of royalty through the exalted place of the Holy Shroud. To convey this message
Guarini used the structure of the dome to also feature an abstract symbol of a
passionflower, representing the relic, as well as a symbolic reference of the church.
The iconography of the dome could then be used to both promote the aspirations of
the House of Savoy and as a spiritual tool for the Theatines.48

CONCLUSION
Guarini use of mathematics, specifically geometry, enabled him to create a unique
style of his own. His architectural influences of Gothic and Islamic structures
provided him the vocabulary to create his two characteristic elements of soaring
domes and optical illusion. His soaring domes were made possible with conical
geometry instead of the normal spherical basis. Guarini’s optical illusions entailed
both structural elements that were either hidden or melted away when flooded with
light, as well as incorporating images within his designs that invoked the illusion of
devotional images or inferred relationships. Guarini’s life-long study of divergent
academic disciplines to include mathematics, philosophy, and religion provided
him the knowledge that enabled him to merge, adopt, and combine these vastly
different architectural vocabularies into a coherent and innovative style.
Whereas most architects and artists within both the Renaissance and the
Baroque were educated men with an extensive neoplatonist education and
understanding, Guarini took that knowledge further as indicated by the treatise
he wrote during his lifetime. His understanding of mathematics allowed for his
extraordinary domes and buildings. But it was his theology and philosophy that
enabled him to include elements that physically as well as visually furthered the
cause of the Church and his brotherhood.
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Curiosities and Contradictions in the
Iconography of Benozzo Gozzoli’s
Procession of the Magi (1459-1461)
Laura L. Martin
MA ART HISTORY STUDENT

INTRODUCTION
In The Italian Painters of the Renaissance noted art historian Bernard Berenson notes
that Benozzo Gozzoli could, “render the head with such character or a movement
with such ease” and was
...gifted with a rare facility not only of execution but of invention, with a
spontaneity, a freshness, a liveliness in telling a story that wake the child in us, and the
lover of the fairy tale. Who [could] resist the fascination of his early works, painted, as
they seem, by a Fra Angelico who had forgotten heaven and become enamoured of the
earth and the spring-time?1

Despite that lavish praise, Berenson continues by dismissing this unique
Renaissance painter’s talent by saying Gozzoli “had not in him, after all, the
making of a real artist,” but instead, proved himself to be little more than mediocre,
“with almost no genuine feeling for what makes painting a great art.”2 Berenson’s
statements illustrate one of the many curiosities and contradictions that surround
Benozzo Gozzoli and his work. For example, Gozzoli’s paintings are a fresh and
lively interpretation of both the Early Renaissance and International Gothic styles,
and his inventive techniques and beautiful portraits and gestures elevate him to the
stature and ability of a master artist. However, this talented Renaissance artist has
been almost universally disregarded, ignored, and even criticized by art historians.
Many curiosities and contradictions also surround the origin of the iconography
of Gozzoli’s Procession of the Magi (1459-1461) in the Medici’s private chapel in the
Palazzo Medici-Riccardi in Florence. Existing art historical analysis of this fresco
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cycle duly notes Gozzoli’s talent for wedding narrative and style to reflect the power
and prestige of the Medici, however, the five foremost interpretations of its meaning
do not fully explain the iconography of Procession of the Magi or the true intent of the
patron, Cosimo de’ Medici.
EARLY ART HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF GOZZOLI AND HIS PROCESSION
There are many primary and secondary sources that discuss Benozzo Gozzoli and
The Procession of the Magi, but as a rule these sources only provide a brief overview
and analysis of the artist and his fresco cycle. There are, however, four sources
that provide interesting and in depth analyses and evaluation: Giorgio Vasari, Anna
Padoa Rizzo, Diane Cole Ahl, and Cristina Acidini Luchinat. Early analysis of
the artist and his work is provided by Giorgio Vasari (1511-74) in his Lives of the
Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, from Cimabue to Our Time: The Life
of Benozzo Gozzoli, Painter of Florence (1550, 1568). Vasari writes about Gozzoli
approximately seventy years after the artist’s death, and like Bernard Berenson,
offers both praise and criticism. First, Vasari praises Gozzoli’s talent by saying, “This
man was a disciple of Fra Giovanni Angelico, by whom he was loved with good
reason; and by all who knew him he was held to be a practiced master, very rich in
invention, and very productive in the painting of animals, perspectives, landscapes,
and ornaments.”3 Vasari then criticizes Gozzoli’s work by saying, “Benozzo was
not remarkable for the drawing of figures [and] in comparison with many who
surpassed him in design, he was not very excellent.”4 Curiously, Vasari discusses
Gozzoli’s Camposanto frescos with scenes from the Old Testament in depth, but
only documents his Procession in one sentence: “In the Chapel of the Palace of the
Medici he painted the Story of the Magi in fresco.”5 There is no solid explanation
for Vasari’s brevity, however, Anna Padoa Rizzo provides a plausible explanation
when she says “although the decoration of the Palazzo Medici chapel is Gozzoli’s
masterpiece, it was not with this private chapel, to which only a privileged few were
allowed access, that he achieved fame among his contemporaries; he achieved his
fame through painting the Camposanto in Pisa.”6 It is entirely possible that Vasari
might have seen the paintings in Camposanto in Pisa and this would account for his
detailed description in Lives. Conversely, the Procession of the Magi was located in the
Medici’s private chapel and if Vasari could not view them, he would not have been
able to describe them, so accessibility could explain the disparity between Vasari’s
descriptions of each fresco cycle.
Other early primary and secondary sources are few, but they provide insight
into the artist and his oeuvre. These include surviving contracts for commissions,

Martin 43

letters from Gozzoli and Roberto Martelli to Piero de’ Medici, and an entry in Giusto
d’Andrea’s Diario.7 In Patrons and Artists in the Italian Renaissance, D.S. Chambers
provides four contracts between Gozzoli and his patrons, including letters from
Gozzoli to Piero de’ Medici about purchasing materials for the Procession, requests
for payments, and stylistic and compositional changes in the fresco cycle.8 Anna
Padoa Rizzo provides a diary entry from one of Gozzoli’s apprentices: “Giusto
d’Andrea’s Diario gives proof of Gozzoli’s fame among his contemporaries...[when
he] describes Gozzoli as ‘a great wall painter’ and states that he has set up with
Gozzoli to execute the frescoes at San Gimignano and Certaldo (1464-1465) in
order to improve his skills, although he has been working independently from his
own workshop for over a year.”9
MODERN ART HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF GOZZOLI AND HIS PROCESSION
Like early art historical analysis of Benozzo Gozzoli and his Procession, later art
historical analysis and scholarship on the artist and his work has been limited. Art
historians have certainly noted Gozzoli’s beautiful chapel paintings although the
overall analysis has only provided broad, sweeping generalizations. For the most
part, modern art historians have not bothered to study Gozzoli’s Procession in depth,
and thus most have not recognized Gozzoli for his technical expertise and unique
style. There are, however, three exceptions: Diane Cole Ahl, Cristina Acidini
Luchinat, and Anna Padoa Rizzo.
Diane Cole Ahl has studied Gozzoli in depth and is considered an authority
on his life and work. She admits that “most art historians regard Gozzoli as
a charming but superficial artist in some grandly imagined scheme of Italian
Renaissance painting,” however, she states that scholarship in the past few decades
has challenged this notion, especially by other scholars on his individual works.10
Her book, Benozzo Gozzoli, is a single study that analyzes the patronage and sacred
contexts in Gozzoli’s oeuvre, and Ahl details the artist’s mastery and ability to
“evoke the very semblance of life” and praises his ability to shape the devotional
experiences of his diverse audiences.11
Cristina Acidini Luchinat was responsible for overseeing the renovation of the
Medici chapel and the restoration of the paintings and is intimately familiar with
the chapel and its decoration. Her research and account of the restoration has been
invaluable for understanding Gozzoli’s Procession, especially as it relates to the study
of the figures and details in the landscape. More importantly, she is familiar with
the conservation of the Procession and the chapel’s art historical significance.12 In
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Luchinat’s The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo MediciRiccardi Florence, she provides a rich photographic study of the fresco cycle with
images of the chapel that show the entire surface reproduced wall by wall in actual
size to “recreate as far as possible an immediate rapport with the fresco.”13
Italian art historian, Anna Padoa Rizzo, is described by Ahl as “the doyenne
of Benozzo studies.”14 While most of her work on the artist has not been translated
into English, she contributed to Luchinat’s work on Gozzoli’s oeuvre as it relates
to the Chapel of the Magi. Rizzo discusses Gozzoli’s fame and prominence with
his contemporaries and the artist’s connections to the Medici. She also provides
an analysis of Gozzoli’s technical ability and the style of his work as it relates to
Flemish and Northern paintings and the Medici interest in theatrical productions.15
Finally, existing primary and secondary sources provide an interesting
compendium–a necessary framework, if you will–for understanding Benozzo
Gozzoli and his Procession of the Magi, however there are significant gaps and
contradictions in the art historical analysis and scholarship on the artist and his
work, especially in key areas relating to the painting’s iconography and narrative.
THE ARTIST, BENOZZO DI LESE DI SANDRO (BENOZZO GOZZOLI)
Benozzo di Lese di Sandro was born in 1421 to Lese di Sandro, a small Florentine
waistcoat-maker, and like many of his contemporaries, learned the trade of both
painter and goldsmith in his boyhood.16 The beauty of Gozzoli’s garments and his
expert use of gold leaf in Procession of the Magi is a testament to these early influences
and training. The artist was known as Benozzo da Firenze in signed letters and legal
documents, and Vasari referred to him as “Benozzo di Lese” in the first edition of
Lives and “Benozzo Gozzoli” in the second.17 There are no surviving documents
that reveal Gozzoli’s schooling, however his letters to Piero di Medici and the selfinscribed text on his paintings reveal that he was an educated man. Francis AmesLewis confirms Gozzoli’s education and training in humanist writing when he says:
More developed in the direction of the lettera antiqua used by scribes of humanistic
manuscripts is Benozzo Gozzoli’s handwriting, as seen in the letters he wrote in 1459
about the fresco decoration of the chapel in the Palazzo Medici in Florence, or in the
lengthy inscription on a drawing for the scene of St Augustine Suffering from Toothache in
the fresco cycle in S. Agostino, San Gimignano.18

Further, Rizzo says, “He almost always signed his works in Latin, in beautiful
classical letters, showing great attention to ancient inscriptions.”19
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FIGURE 1 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, ADORATION OF THE MAGI AND MAN OF SORROWS, 1438-42, MONASTERY OF SAN MARCO, FLORENCE.

There are also no surviving documents that reveal Gozzoli’s artistic training in
the early 1430s, however Vasari claims he was educated under Giovanni da Fiesole
or Fra Angelico and Ahl confirms that Gozzoli’s hand can be seen in many of Fra
Angelico’s works in Florence, Rome, and Orvieto, and in the decoration of the
forty-four monk’s cells in the monastery of San Marco.20 It is important to note the
painting in Cosimo’s private cell in San Marco, The Adoration of the Magi (c. 143843), because it is believed that Gozzoli painted it and later repeated this subject–
albeit in more elaborate form–in his Procession of the Magi (Fig. 1).
Gozzoli left Fra Angelico’s employ and a year later and agreed to assist Ghiberti
with the bronze doors of the Florence Baptistry. The surviving contract from
January 1444 records that Gozzoli was “contracted personally his labour and all his
industry and mastery...[to] exercise himself faithfully and without fraud, [and] to do
whatever is imposed on him by the said Lorenzo [Ghiberti]” on the bronze doors
of the Florence Baptistery.21 Ahl notes that the generous salary of 60 florins “paid
in gold rather than the less stable silver soldi given to some of his fellow laborers,
suggest the professional stature he had attained.”22 It is not known how long
Gozzoli assisted Ghiberti with his bronze doors, although by March 1447 Gozzoli
was in Rome assisting Fra Angelico with a now-lost fresco in the chancel of Saint
Peters–not as a student or apprentice, but as a master painter. 23
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Ahl has conducted an exhaustive study of the artist’s oeuvre and lists eightyseven works in three catalogs in which “Benozzo’s hand or that of his shop is to
some extent present,” and lists thirty one of the artist’s lost works that have not
been published.24 She says Gozzoli was “staggeringly prolific,” and while this
paper examines only his fresco cycle in the Palazzo Medici, it is worth noting that
Gozzoli painted other important works that define his oeuvre, including early
frescoes for the Franciscans, a fresco cycle in San Gimignano with scenes from the
Life of Saint Augustine (1464-1467), and his fresco cycle depicting twenty-six stories
from the Old and New Testaments in the Camposanto in Pisa. 25 Vasari’s detailed
description notes that Gozzoli won great fame and recognition for his Camposanto
frescos and, as a result, was buried there in 1497 and honored with an epigram:
And this may be said to be a truly tremendous work, seeing that it contains all the
stories of the Creation of the world from one day to another, [and] in this work Benozzo
displayed a spirit truly more than bold, for, whereas so great an enterprise might very
well have daunted a legion of painters, he alone wrought the whole and brought it to
perfection. Wherefore, having thus acquired very great fame, he won the honour of
having the following epigram placed in the middle of the work. 26

FIGURE 2 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, SAINT AUGUSTINE’S DEPARTURE FROM ROME, 1464-65, SAINT’AUGUSTINO, SAN GIMIGNANO.
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In his San Gimignano fresco cycle, Gozzoli included a prominent, full-length
self-portrait in the right foreground of Saint Augustine’s Departure from Rome (146465) under an inscription that bears his name (Fig. 2). It is worth noting that this selfportrait closely resembles the two self-portraits he painted in his earlier Procession.
THE MEDICI, THE PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI, AND THE CHAPEL OF THE
MAGI
The Medici family made their fortune as bankers and traders during the
Renaissance, and using their great wealth they achieved great political power
and prestige. Their wealth also provided the means for generations of Medici to
transform the art and architecture of Florence through lavish artistic patronage.
The founder of the Medici dynasty in the late fourteenth century was Giovanni di
Bicci de’ Medici (c. 1360-1429), however his son Cosimo di Giovanni de’ Medici
(1389-1464) achieved the family’s rise to political power in Florence. Dale Kent, in
Cosimo de’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: The Patron’s Oeuvre, says Cosimo was
“paterfamilias of the Medici, padrino to a significant proportion of those patricians
who held public office,” [and] “the leading citizen and the major private patron of
the visual arts in Florence in the first half of the fifteenth century.” 27
Cosimo’s son, Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici (1416-1469), was also involved in the
family business and acted as his father’s representative, accomplishing negotiations
between the Medici family and the artists and craftsmen commissioned to complete
the decoration of the Palazzo Medici. Kent explains the Medici family’s working
relationships by noting “Cooperation by division of labor between generations was
a strong tradition in the Medici family, reflecting both individual competence and
a view of tasks appropriate to youth and age.” 28 Based on letters from Benozzo
Gozzoli to Piero de’ Medici and his emissary, banker Roberto Martelli–letters Ahl
describes as a “correspondence that that comprises one of the fullest documents of
the interaction between a Renaissance artist and his patron”–it can be concluded
that Cosimo de’ Medici entrusted some of the business relating to the decoration
of the Chapel of the Magi to his son, Piero. 29 The letters provide information
on the work being completed on the Procession, including requests for payments
for materials by the artist and negotiations on changes on a few small seraphim
in the paintings. Beyond handling contractual details with Gozzoli, Ahl argues
that Piero’s iconographic involvement with the commission is unquestionable:
“As Piero de’ Medici had orchestrated the festivities of 1459 to display the Medici
magnificenza, so too with the frescoes of the Journey of the Magi.”30 However, saying
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Piero had total control of the iconographic program is questionable, because there
is no direct proof in surviving documents.
The Chapel of the Magi and Procession of the Magi are located in the Palazzo
Medici, a fortress-palace designed and constructed between 1444 and 1484. The
Palazzo Medici was not only the home of the Medici family but also served as a
symbolic crown in proclaiming the family’s power, prestige, and self-appointed
rule over Florence. The jewel in that crown was the Chapel of the Magi. Luchinat
was responsible for the restorations on the chapel and the paintings from 1988 to
1992 and her description captures the chapel’s unique beauty: “The chapel is small
in scale, and like the work of a goldsmith or a miniaturist, it is like a jeweled casket
set into the austere palace.”31 Luchinat also describes the importance of the Chapel
and its purposes and functions:
Michelozzo di Bartolommeo, the architect of Cosimo de’ Medici’s new palace
on the Via Larga, designed a rectangular room on the piano nobile to serve as a family
chapel, presumably at the request of his patron. This is one of the earliest examples, if
not the first, of a chapel being built within the walls of a palace. It owed its existence to
the fact that in 1422 Martin V had granted Cosimo and his wife, Contessina de Bardi, a
dispensation for a portable altar for family services. Access to the chapel was through a
narrow lobby with two entrances. In the original scheme, this lobby helped the chapel
to play its various roles both in the public sphere of audiences and the reception of
people and delegations, and in the private world of family services, individual prayer
and meditation. 32

FIGURE 3 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, INTERIOR OF THE
CHAPEL OF THE MAGI, PALAZZO MEDICIRICCARDI, FLORENCE, 1446-59
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Surviving documents suggest the chapel was completed in April 1459 and,
even though the paintings and decoration had not been completed, scholars argue
that Cosimo used the chapel as a meeting place to receive important visitors
including Galeazzo Maria Sforza, son of the Duke of Milan, and Pope Pius II.33
The chapel’s interior decoration included pietra serena, blue and crimson coffers and
gilded rosettes, geometric wood carvings, gilding, marble inlays and polychrome
marble pavement (Fig. 3). The decoration of the chapel also included Fra Filippo
Lippi’s altarpiece, Adoration of the Christ Child (c. 1460), and most importantly,
Benozzo Gozzoli’s elaborate fresco cycle, Procession of the Magi (Figs. 4-5).

FIGURE 4 FRA FILIPPO LIPPI,
ADORATION OF THE CHRIST CHILD,
1450, GEMÄLDEGALERIE, BERLIN.

FIGURE 5 BENOZZO GOZZOLI,
EASTERN WALL, CHAPEL OF THE MAGI,
1459-60
PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI, FLORENCE.
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THE FRESCO CYCLE, PROCESSION OF THE MAGI
In the spring of 1459, Benozzo Gozzoli began painting the walls of the Chapel of the
Magi. There are no surviving contracts or letters that tell us how Gozzoli received
this important commission, however, scholars generally agree that the artist was
most likely chosen because he had worked closely with Cosimo de’ Medici while he
painted the Adoration of the Magi (1438-1445) in Cosimo’s private cell in San Marco.
Kent writes that “According to the convent’s chronicler Lapaccini, Cosimo closely
oversaw the work at San Marco, leaving the accounts to others, but calling in daily
at the convent to attend mass and to see how all the work was coming along.”34
Based on those connections it is highly probable that both Cosimo and Piero were
in close contact with Gozzoli while he worked with Fra Angelico to complete the
commission at San Marco. Further, Rizzo suggests that the Bishop of Florence,
Dominican Antonio Pierozzi, might have been influential in Cosimo’s decision to
hire Gozzoli. The Bishop had been the Prior of San Marco when Gozzoli painted
Cosimo’s cell and not only knew Gozzoli personally, but was also close to Cosimo. 35
From start to finish, the Procession of the Magi was completed quickly. Gozzoli
worked on the chapel’s decoration for several months “with the help of at least
one assistant (probably Giovanni di Mugello), under the supervision of Piero de’
Medici and his friend and confidant Roberto Martelli.”36 The Procession of the
Magi is tripartite iconographic program depicting the journey of the three magi
that begins in Jerusalem on one wall, and continues in a procession across three
walls to end in Bethlehem next to Fra Filippo Lippi’s altarpiece, Adoration of the
Christ Child (c. 1450) (Fig. 4). It is important to note, however, that while the
journey begins and ends inside the chapel, the overall meaning of the program is
said to begin outside the chapel in the vestibule above the original door with the
painting of Gozzoli’s sacrificial lamb crouching on an altar, surrounded by seven
candlesticks and the seven hanging seals described in Revelation 5:6-9 (Fig. 6). 37
Gozzoli’s Mystic Lamb (1459) is a reference to the Apocalypse although softened
by Gozzoli’s innocent depiction that beckons the worshipper and encourages him
or her to enter. Upon entering the chapel, the starry altar wall is directly across
the small main chapel area, and above the altarpiece in the chancel are painted
representations of two Evangelists: Saint John’s eagle and Saint Matthew’s angel
(Fig. 3). The complimentary painted representations of Saint Mark’s winged lion
and Saint Luke’s ox were destroyed in 1837 when an arched window was added to
the chapel.
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FIGURE 6 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, THE MYSTIC LAMB, 1459-60, CHAPEL OF THE MAGI, PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI.

Inside the chapel, Gozzoli’s Procession is painted on three walls of the main
chapel that read from left to right in a clockwise direction. These walls are linked to
the chancel by narrow paintings that flank it on either side. In these panel paintings,
shepherds tend their flocks, unaware of the approaching procession (Fig. 7). 38 The
walls of the chancel are painted with a multitude of worshipping angels that have
just arrived from an open Heaven (Fig. 8).
The Procession of the Magi begins on the west wall and depicts the oldest magus,
Melchior, leading the cavalcade toward the altar (Fig. 9). Ahl notes that this
painting is “a magnificent parade of finely dressed men and youths on horseback
and footmen and winds through the landscape...as if following the route taken by
the Compagnia de’ Magi in their Epiphany processions.”39 The majestic old Magus
is surrounded by his entourage of pages and huntsmen and “Oriental dignitaries,
African slaves, mules, and dromedaries bearing loads covered by rich materials.40
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FIGURES 7 & 8 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, PASTORAL SCENES WITH SHEPHERDS, THE WEST WALL (LEFT) AND EAST WALL (RIGHT), ADJACENT TO THE
SANCTUARY, CHAPEL OF THE MAGI, PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI, FLORENCE, 1459-60.
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The Procession continues on the adjacent south wall with the middle magus,
Balthazar, who sits atop his mount in a formal, stately pose with richly ornamented
garments of brocade and gold leaf (Fig. 10). Luchinat points out that this painting
has been seriously damaged by the alterations made to the wall, although the
captivating power of Gozzoli’s great pictorial representation remains intact and
the figure of Balthazar “alone amid his languorous and inattentive group of young
followers...[is] a striking, polychromed equestrian monument.”41
The Procession concludes on the east wall with the central figure of the young
magus, Caspar, surrounded by members of the Medici family (Fig. 5). Ahl says:
The Medici are placed in the position of honor at the end of this grand cavalcade,
[and] as the Medici accompany their partisans and allies to the altar, they are shown
among kings, their device of the seven gold balls emblazoned on the livery of the young
magus’ horse and recurring, along with other family emblems, throughout the chapel.42

Gozzoli’s Procession of the Magi is certainly beautiful and captivating, and it is
indeed fortunate that the few surviving documents provide some insight into the
commission of the work, the patronage of Cosimo and Piero de’ Medici, and the
artist. However, because there is no record of the original commission and there
are no letters that provide information on the painting’s iconography, the meaning
of this fresco cycle—the narrative of the work as a whole and the stories of the
individual characters—remains a mystery.
CONTRADICTIONS IN THE ICONOGRAPHY OF PROCESSION OF THE MAGI
In the absence of documentary evidence, scholars have devised five interpretations
of the iconography of Gozzoli’s Procession that are incomplete, contradictory and
fail to fully describe the meaning of this fresco cycle. The first two longstanding
interpretations relate to the Council of Florence (1439) and Congress of Mantua
(1459), and the remaining three interpretations relate to competition between
Italy’s ruling families, the interplay between power and piety, and a text by Gentile
Becchi (c. 1420-97). While these five interpretations offer valid and reasonable
evidence that might, in part, explain the iconography of this fresco cycle, they are
incomplete and leave too many unanswered questions relating to the fresco cycle’s
overall meaning.
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FIGURE 9 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, PROCESSION OF THE MAGI, 1459-60, CHAPEL OF THE MAGI, PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI.

COUNCIL OF FLORENCE
In 1439, the Council of Florence, an ecumenical council of the Roman Catholic
Church, met in Florence to settle their doctrinal differences and unite the schism
between the Greek and Latin churches. Attendees of the Council of Florence
included leading dignitaries, statesmen, and rulers, and scholars have argued
that portraits of some can be found in Gozzoli’s Procession. According to Robert
J. Crum, scholars, guidebook authors, and popular writers identified portraits of
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FIGURE 10 BENOZZO GOZZOLI, PROCESSION OF THE MAGI, 1459-60, CHAPEL OF THE MAGI, PALAZZO MEDICI-RICCARDI.

the Byzantine Emperor, John VIII Paleologus and the Eastern Patriarch, Joseph II,
in Gozzoli’s Procession and the frescoes were commissioned to commemorate their
attendance at the Council of Florence.43 This interpretation was widely accepted
until 1960 when respected art historian Ernst Gombrich wrote his influential essay,
The Early Medici as Patrons of Art, and rejected the longstanding Council of Florence
interpretation, arguing that it was not only improbable but instead an unsupported
legend that had come to overlay the Procession’s original meaning.44 Gombrich dispels
the notion that the Medici modeled their chapel’s paintings after the Council of
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Florence, asserting instead that the Medici would not commemorate an event that
had failed at achieving its mission twenty years earlier.45 Gombrich’s logic is sound.
In 1439, the Council of Florence was the “most brilliant convocation of Greek and
Latins in the entire Middle Ages [and] marked the first occasion in centuries that
East and West assembled in ecumenical council to debate the differences separating
their two churches.”46 However, once a decree of union was signed on July 6, 1439,
the Greek representatives returned to Constantinople and repudiated the union,
making it ephemeral and without lasting effect.47
Despite Gombrich’s logic, Crum is not persuaded and argues that the
Council of Florence interpretation should be revisited for four reasons: (1) Gozzoli
documents reveal new evidence; (2) references to the Council are present in Lippi’s
altarpiece; (3) the union between the Eastern and Western churches was an ongoing
concern despite Gombrich’s argument to the contrary; and (4) the unification of the
churches would provide a steady reference in the chapel as the Medici experienced
political turmoil. Crum’s arguments tying the iconography of Gozzoli’s Procession
to the Council of Florence are extensively detailed, but they are flawed, especially
concerning the ‘new evidence’ Crum describes in a letter from Medici banker,
Roberto Martelli, to Piero de’ Medici. Crum uses the letter to erroneously place the
responsibility for the iconography on Martelli, claiming Martelli not only reviewed
Gozzoli’s work, but also had a vested political interest in dictating the iconography.
This conclusion is incorrect. In the letter, Martelli simply relays information about
Gozzoli’s work to Piero but he did not dictate changes to the painting or assert any
authority. Further, and more importantly, there is ample documentation proving
the Medici were directly involved in their many commissions and they would not
hire Gozzoli to paint a religious work of art in their private, family chapel and then
give a business associate license to decide its design.
Crum’s three remaining arguments for revisiting the Council of Florence
interpretation are more insubstantial than the first, although they too can be
easily disproved. It is, however, interesting to note that even though the Council
of Florence interpretation has rightfully fallen from favor, Crum is correct when
he says this interpretation continues to surface periodically in Italian publications
on Renaissance art.48 Currently, the Museo Galileo, a prominent Italian museum
which houses a major collection of scientific instruments and many Medici treasures,
includes the outdated interpretation in their description of Gozzoli’s Procession:
“Cosimo’s son, Piero de’ Medici, oversaw this commission, and suggested that the
iconographic program of the frescoes include recognizable portraits of illustrious
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figures associated with the Medici family and, in particular, those who had attended
the Council of Florence between the Greek and Latin Churches in 1439.”49
CONGRESS OF MANTUA
A second widely held interpretation of the iconography of Gozzoli’s Procession is
based on the Congress of Mantua and the state visits to Florence in 1459. Ahl
describes the 1459 events and people that are said to relate to the iconography in
the Procession:
The role of the Palazzo Medici in Florence’s civic and ceremonial life was
established decisively by mid-April 1459, only three months before Benozzo began to
decorate its chapel. On April 17, Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the eldest son of the Duke
of Milan and other dignitaries arrived in Florence to meet Pius II, who was to launch
a crusade to recover the Holy Sepulcher from the infidels. During Galeazzo Maria’s
fifteen-day sojourn, the visitors and Florentine populous were dazzled by brilliant
festivities orchestrated by Cosimo’s son, Piero, who seized the opportunity to display
Medici power and largess. Diaries and chronicles of the day describe an exotic hunt with
lions and giraffes, sumptuous banquets, and splendid dances, and a joust on the Piazza
Santa Croce with more than 300 participants among them. Lorenzo de’ Medici, then
only 10 years old. Such were the processions and ostentation, the draping of alters with
brocades, the decoration of palaces, that Florence itself seemed ‘a treasure of skillfully
wrought art’ (tesoro in arte lavorato), its prestige defined by the ritual of celebration.50

This interpretation is certainly credible, in part because there is a portrait of
Galeazzo Maria Sforza on a horse on the east wall of the chapel behind the portraits
of Cosimo and Piero de’ Medici and other members of the family in the front row
to the left. He is identified by the Sforza colors of white and deep red and other
devices.51 Also, it is important to note the timely inclusion of the portrait of Sforza
as the Congress of Mantua occurred three months before Gozzoli began working
on the Procession. Frances Ames-Lewis has suggested that Medici works of art, like
Cosimo’s political style, “could also be made to bear a double sense,” and it might
have been desirable to portray political associations in works of art.52 The Medici’s
political associations are certainly part of the narrative, because portraits of the
Medici and their allies are woven together throughout the fresco cycle. Further,
the festivities that surrounded the Congress of Mantua included exotic hunts and
processions—all of which can be seen in Gozzoli’s Procession.
THE STROZZI AND ADORATION OF THE MAGI (1423)
The third in interpretation of the Procession’s iconography relates to competition
between Italy’s ruling families and it is difficult to overlook the similarities between
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Gozzoli’s Procession and Gentile da Fabriano’s Adoration of the Magi (1423) (Figs. 11).
Luchinat notes the connection between the paintings and the fierce competition
that existed between the patrons:
The influence of Gentile da Fabriano’s altarpiece of the Adoration of the Magi in Santa
Trinita, commissioned in 1423 by Palla Strozzi, a Medici rival, has rightly been noted in
Casper and Balthazar’s headdresses. It seems unlikely that this influence is an accident:
rather, it would seem to be a reflection of Cosimo’s burning sense of competition.

Luchinat stops her comparison there and fails to mention other similarities
that are worthy of consideration despite the fact that there are many. First, both
the Medici and Strozzi family associated themselves with the Compagnia dei

FIGURE 11 GENTILE FABRIANO, ADORATION OF THE MAGI, 1423, UFFIZI GALLERY, FLORENCE.
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Magi, a Renaissance confraternity, and sought to portray themselves alongside
the wise and wealthy monarchs of the East.53 Florentine patronage was certainly
shaped by political affiliations and rivalry, and Cosimo de’ Medici was certainly
competitive in his efforts to raise the status and influence of his family, so the
Medici rivalry with the Strozzi family cannot be fully discounted when examining
Gozzoli’s Procession. Surely these two powerful, wealthy, Italian families were aware
of each other’s commissions and patronage and sought to out-do each other. In
that context, Gozzoli’s Procession of the Magi could truly be a grand re-imagining of
Gentile da Fabriano’s Adoration. Many elements in these two paintings are similar,
including the stacked, winding landscape and processions, the playful horses and
other animals, the richly decorated garments and gilded haloes, and the multitude
of stacked figures and portraits. It is easy to imagine Cosimo’s passion and he tells
Gozzoli, “Make this chapel a grand display that outshines the Strozzi’s Adoration!
Let the Medici Magi put the Strozzi’s to shame!”
PIETY AND POWER
The fourth interpretation of the iconography of Gozzoli’s Procession of the Magi is
based on Ahl’s scholarship. She says the narrative is closely tied to the chapel’s
purpose and functions, especially as it relates to the power and prestige of the
Medici:
The chapel’s decoration responded to the demands of Piero de’ Medici, who used
art for spiritual and political ends as well as for his won delectation. On several levels, the
iconography of the cycle encodes the magnificenza, power, and devotion of the Medici;
its portraiture proclaims the family’s linage and many alliances, both Florentine and
foreign.54

Further, the chapel’s iconography is tied to the Medici family’s association
with Florence’s Compagnia de’ Magi and the piety of the Medici. Melissa Meriam
Bullard, in Heroes and Their Workshops: Medici Patronage and the Problem of Shared
Agency, describes Cosimo de’ Medici’s association with the Compagnia dei Magi
in Florence and his patronage:
The Adoration of the Magi was a favorite theme among fifteenth-century
Florentines who publically celebrated the Feast of the Magi; the city government
officially recognized the cult of the Magi in 1408. Cosimo was a member of the
Confraternity of the Magi and often appeared dressed as one of the Magi, bearing gifts
to the infant Jesus in the ceremonial procession that marked the journey from Jerusalem
(either the Baptistery or Palazzo della Signoria) to Bethlehem (the Convent of San
Marco).55
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The interplay of power and piety is a theme that Alt says is essential to
understanding the iconography of Gozzoli’s Procession. The paintings are an aweinspiring display of magnificenza, however, based on the evidence found in a few
surviving letters, it is questionable that the fresco cycle was meant to display Medici
power. These letters are only able to confirm that visitors saw the chapel and
were able to describe its inlaid marble floors, carved, gilded, and painted wooden
ceiling, and altar–not Gozzoli’s Procession. At the time of these documented visits,
Gozzoli had not yet begun painting the walls of the chapel and there is no evidence
to prove that anyone but the Medici saw the chapel after it was painted. Yes, the
Medici’s power and prestige would certainly have been apparent in the rich colors
of Gozzoli’s Procession and any visitor to the chapel would have been in awe of the
opulent display of gold leaf shimmering across every surface, but that power and
prestige would have been negligible if no one but the Medici were able to see it.
While it remains questionable the chapel’s architecture and decoration were
tied to Medici political power and prestige, they were surely tied to the family’s
piety and salvation. The chapel was a place of worship and from the time the
worshipper entered under Gozzoli’s Mystic Lamb (Fig. 6), he or she was welcomed
into the procession as it wound its way around the walls on the journey to adore
Christ, who was ever present in the Eucharist and the relics of the altar.56 Further,
the splendid decorations and acts of worship conducted in the chapel provided the
Medici family with assurances of salvation and a way to compensate for the sin of
usury. Lending money and charging unfair interest rates was considered a sin and
the Catholic Church was clear that in order to save your eternal soul from this
affront to God, appropriate gifts offered to God and the Church—gifts that were
relevant to the size and quality of the sin being committed—would save your soul.
The opulence and splendor of the chapel and the exquisite decorations would act as
an offering that excluded the Medici from the fate of eternal damnation and thus
ensure their salvation.
GENTILE BECCHI’S “TO SACRIFICE WITH HEART, WORD AND WORK”
Finally, the fifth popular interpretation of the Procession’s iconography is thought to
be connected to the writings of Gentile Becchi (c. 1420-97). Becchi was an Italian
humanist, theologian, orator, and member of the Medici’s inner circle, and Ahl
says a nearly contemporary couplet in an autograph codex of Becchi’s encomia to
Cosimo provides a key to interpreting the decoration of the chapel: “To Cosimo’s
chapel, in the first part of which [are] the Magi, in the second the singing angels,
in the third, Mary adoring her newborn; [and this] was painted so that with heart,
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words, and deeds, worshipers would make sacrifice. The gifts of the kings, the
prayers of the heavenly ones, the mind of the Virgin of the altar are sacred. Do not
set foot in here, O profane crowd.”57
Becchi’s writing warns all who enter to cast off worldly affairs and
preoccupations and focus on the adoration of Christ. It also describes the nature
of worship and adoration for Christ that plays out on the walls of the chapel and is
almost perfect in its narrative.
CONCLUSION
Providing irrefutable proof of the origin of the iconography and the meaning
of Benozzo Gozzoli’s Procession of the Magi is currently not possible, because the
original contract for the commission and other relevant documentation has been
lost or is, at present, tucked away in a forgotten archive or personal collection. Based
on a wealth of sources we are able to understand the Medici and their patronage
of the arts, so it is correct to say that Cosimo and Piero de’ Medici were astute
businessmen, politicians, and art lovers. More specifically, it is correct to say that
these two men were also power brokers and men of faith–two characteristics that
surely influenced their artistic and architectural commissions. The Procession of the
Magi is one such artistic commission. The painting’s iconography can undoubtedly
be tied to the patron, Cosimo de’ Medici, and his desire to elevate the family’s status
and position in Florentine society. The painting’s iconography can also be tied to
Cosimo’s faith. However, when trying to determine the origin of the iconography
of Gozzoli’s Procession, it is more important to acknowledge the limitations of the
existing iconographical interpretations. These popular interpretations may, in part,
offer valid and reasonable evidence to explain the fresco cycle’s meaning, but on the
whole, they are incomplete and contradictory.
Dale Kent, a Professor of History at the University of California, Riverside,
articulates the most reasonable explanation of the fresco cycle’s iconography:
The intensely decorated small space of the chapel is filled with images laden with
symbolism, which art historians in their ekphrases have noted and variously interpreted.
The aim is to note when and how these interpretations are supported and enriched by
what we have learned from other evidence of Cosimo’s interests and concerns. It is also
to suggest that whatever the conscious intentions of the patron animating this grand
design, or the precise significance of particular details of the images rendered by the
artist who realized it, these are fused in a whole that expresses the unity of Cosimo’s
identity as a Christian, citizen of Florence, and patron of art. The chapel frescoes in
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particular are the product of a cohesive, if many-faceted devotional vision articulated by
the artist in close consultation with his family of patrons, their imagery and symbolism
embracing the play of sacred and secular in the Medici universe.58

Kent acknowledges that the imagery in Gozzoli’s Procession was created with
specific, intentional symbolic meaning, but she also reminds us that the fresco cycle
should be reexamined in relation to Cosimo de’ Medici and his role as patron, citizen
of Florence, and devoted Christian. Kent’s explanation is supported by existing
documentary evidence, but more importantly, it also embraces the previously
downplayed and overshadowed role of the patron in this beautiful Renaissance
work of art–a role that can provide important insight into the iconography of
Cosimo’s sacred and secular masterpiece, the Procession of the Magi.

NOTES
1
Bernard Berenson, The Italian Painters of the Renaissance (London: Phaidon Press,
Ltd., 1952), 63-64.
2

Ibid.

3
Giorgio Vasari, “The Life of Benozzo Gozzoli, Painter of Florence,” in Lives of the
Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors & Architects (London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd. & The
Medici Society, 1912-14), 121.
4

Ibid.

5

Ibid., 122.

6
Anna Padoa Rizzo, “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre,” in The
Chapel of the Magi : Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi Florence
(London: Thames and Hudson, Ltd., 1994), 357.
7

Ibid.

8
D.S. Chambers, Patrons and Artists in the Italian Renaissance, History in Depth
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1971), 53-55, 95-96.
9

Rizzo, “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre,” 357.

10

Diane Cole Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 2.

11

Ibid.

12 Cristina Acidini Luchinat, The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the
Palazzo Medici-Riccardi Florence (London: Thames and Hudson, Ltd., 1993), 6.
13

Ibid.

14

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 3.

15

Rizzo, “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre,” 357-62.

16
Julia Cartwright, “Benozzo Di Lese Di Sandro Called Benozzo Gozzoli,” Masters In
Art 6, no. 66 (1905): 233.
17

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 5.

18
Francis Ames-Lewis, The Intellectual Life of the Early Renaissance Artist (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 27-30.
19

Rizzo, “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre,” 358.

Martin 63

20

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 6.

21

Chambers, Patrons and Artists in the Italian Renaissance, 190.

22

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 18, 21-22.

23 Ibid., 22; Hugh Stokes, Benozzo Gozzoli, Newnes’ Art Library (London, New York:
G. Newnes
24

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli.

25

Ibid.

26

Vasari, “The Life of Benozzo Gozzoli, Painter of Florence,” 122.

27 D. V. Kent, Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance : The Patron’s Oeuvre
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 3-4.
28

Ibid., 11.

29

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli.

30

Ibid.

31 Luchinat, The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo MediciRiccardi Florence, 7.
32

Ibid.

33

Ibid., 12.

34 Dale Kent, Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: The Patron’s Oeuvre
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 339.
35

Rizzo, “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre,” 358.

36 Cristina Acidini Luchinat, Benozzo Gozzoli, trans. Christopher Evans, The Library of
Great Masters (Florence: SCALA, Istituto Fotografico Editoriale S.p.A., 1994), 23.
37
The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi Florence,
11-12.
38

Ibid., 39.

39

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 88.

40 Luchinat, The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo MediciRiccardi Florence, 179.
41

Ibid., 119.

42

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 93.

43
Roger J Crum, “Roberto Martelli, the Council of Florence, and the Medici Palace
Chapel,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 59, no. 3 (1996): 403.
44 E. H. Gombrich, Norm and Form, 4 vols., vol. 1, Gombrich on the Renaissance (New
York: Phaidon Press, Inc., 1985), 49.
45

Ibid.

46
Deno J. Geanakoplos, “The Council of Florence (1438-1439) and the Problem of
Union between the Greek and Latin Churches,” Church History 24, no. 4 (Dec., 1955)
(1955): 324.
47

Ibid.

48 Crum, “Roberto Martelli, the Council of Florence, and the Medici Palace Chapel,”
404.
49
Museo Galileo, “The Procession of the Magi,”
benozzogozzoli/works/ProcessionMagi.html.

http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/

50

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 83.

51

Kent, Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance : The Patron’s Oeuvre, 316.

64 Alla Prima - volume I - 2016

52
Francis Ames-Lewis, “Reconstructing Benozzo Gozzoli’s Artistic Identity,” in
Fashioning Identities in Renaissance Art, ed. Mary Rogers (Brookfield: Ashgate Publishing
Company, 2000), 35.
53

Kent, Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance : The Patron’s Oeuvre, 308.

54

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 112.

55
Melissa Meriam Bullard, “Heroes and Their Workshops: Medici Patronage and the
Problem of Shared Agency,” in The Intellectual Life of the Early Renaissance Artist, ed.
Francis Ames-Lewis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 298.
56

Ahl, Benozzo Gozzoli, 87.

57

Ibid., 88.

58

Kent, Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance : The Patron’s Oeuvre, 308.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Ahl, Diane Cole. Benozzo Gozzoli. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996.
Ames-Lewis, Francis. The Intellectual Life of the Early Renaissance Artist. New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2000.
———. “Reconstructing Benozzo Gozzoli’s Artistic Identity.” In Fashioning Identities
in Renaissance Art, edited by Mary Rogers. Brookfield: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2000.
Berenson, Bernard. The Italian Painters of the Renaissance. London: Phaidon Press, Ltd.,
1952.
Bullard, Melissa Meriam. “Heroes and Their Workshops: Medici Patronage and the
Problem of Shared Agency.” In The Intellectual Life of the Early Renaissance Artist, edited by
Francis Ames-Lewis, 298-316. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000.
Cartwright, Julia. “Benozzo Di Lese Di Sandro Called Benozzo Gozzoli.” Masters In
Art 6, no. 66 (1905): 233-52.
Chambers, D.S. Patrons and Artists in the Italian Renaissance. History in Depth. Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press, 1971.
Crum, Roger J. “Roberto Martelli, the Council of Florence, and the Medici Palace
Chapel.” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte 59, no. 3 (1996): 403-17.
Galileo, Museo. “The Procession of the Magi.”
benozzogozzoli/works/ProcessionMagi.html.

http://brunelleschi.imss.fi.it/

Geanakoplos, Deno J. “The Council of Florence (1438-1439) and the Problem of
Union between the Greek and Latin Churches.” Church History 24, no. 4 (Dec., 1955) (1955):
324-46.
Gombrich, E. H. Norm and Form. Gombrich on the Renaissance. 4 vols. Vol. 1, New
York: Phaidon Press, Inc., 1985.
Kent, D. V. Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance : The Patron’s Oeuvre. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2000.
Kent, Dale. Cosimo De’ Medici and the Florentine Renaissance: The Patron’s Oeuvre. New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2006.

Martin 65

Luchinat, Cristina Acidini. Benozzo Gozzoli. Translated by Christopher Evans. The
Library of Great Masters. Florence: SCALA, Istituto Fotografico Editoriale S.p.A., 1994.
———. The Chapel of the Magi: Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi
Florence. London: Thames and Hudson, Ltd., 1993.
Rizzo, Anna Padoa. “The Chapel of the Magi in Benozzo Gozzoli’s Oeuvre.” In The
Chapel of the Magi : Benozzo Gozzoli’s Frescoes in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi Florence, 387 p.
London: Thames and Hudson, Ltd., 1994.
Stokes, Hugh. Benozzo Gozzoli. Newnes’ Art Library. London, New York: G. Newnes
Frederick Warne & Co., 1923.
Vasari, Giorgio. “The Life of Benozzo Gozzoli, Painter of Florence.” Translated by
Gaston Duc. de Vere. In Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors & Architects, 121-25.
London: Macmillan and Co. Ltd. & The Medici Society, 1912-14.

